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[Excerpts from "Mexico: A Country Guide," edited by Tom Barry, (Albuquerque: Inter-Hemispheric
Education Resource Center, forthcoming in December 1991).] The abuse of human rights is
institutionalized in Mexico, a situation that has remained largely unchanged since the Mexican
Revolution. Mexico's authoritarian political system has fueled human rights abuses and shielded
the perpetrators from prosecution. Public servants are often underpaid, undereducated and
undertrained, making them more susceptible to general corruption and the use of excess force. The
power structure developed since the Revolution is based on cooptation and patrimonialism, rather
than true merit and fair public competition. Loyalty to the system (the Institutional Revolutionary
Party-PRI) is rewarded with posts in government and other political and economic favors, and often
includes immunity from prosecution for criminal acts. Torture, arbitrary detention, imprisonment
on political grounds, disappearances, abysmal prison conditions, repression of the labor movement,
censorship, electoral fraud and abuse of indigenous and rural populations are traditional human
rights violations within the Mexican system which are elaborated in greater detail below. These
abuses are generally committed by various police organizations and rural bosses or their hired
thugs, who are often off-duty or retired members of the police or military. These groups have
established a reign of violent corruption generally ignored and sometimes explicitly protected
by lower-level state and federal government representatives. Under the Salinas de Gortari
administration, the human rights situation both reflects old patterns and shows some new twists.
Traditional forms of abuse have continued unabated while measures against the drug trade and
the PRI's struggle to maintain its monopoly on political power have added new strains to the
system and resulted in additional human rights abuses. Since the beginning of his administration,
Salinas has been an active proponent of the US "war on drugs." Increased pressures to stop the
drug traffic have stimulated human rights violations, as well as corruption and ungovernability
in the various national security forces. In return for large amounts of financial aid, high-tech
equipment, and special police training, Salinas has permitted a constant US Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) presence in Mexico. He also created an anti-narcotics division among the
Federal Judicial Police (PJF), a highly autonomous drug-fighting force that is responsible for a
large part of the increasing abuses committed under Salinas. The Mexican press reports daily
on abuses resulting from the drug war, ranging from unlawful arrest, harassment, and illegal
search and seizure, to brutal torture resulting in death. Another major cause of the increased
violence under Salinas has been the PRI's progressive loss of electoral power to the opposition
parties, particularly to the Democratic Revolutionary Party (PRD). The government has resorted to
increased fraud and repression in order to protect its monopoly on political power. The PRD has
now formed its own human rights office, which had recorded a total of 97 deaths of PRD leaders,
members, and sympathizers by the end of 1990. These deaths have increased exponentially under
Salinas: 13 in 1988, 25 in 1989 and 59 (and 6 disappeared) in 1990. Many human rights leaders and
independent human rights organizations both inside Mexico and internationally believe that the
human rights situation has deteriorated since Salinas' election. Despite Mexico's rejection of foreign
election observers on grounds of national sovereignty, the government has permitted international
human rights observers to enter the country and conduct investigations. Various municipal, state
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and federal agencies generally cooperated with Amnesty International in gathering data for its
reports on rural abuse and the state of the prisons, although the research teams were denied access
to certain facilities and documents critical for their investigations. The newly created National
Human Rights Commission has established a policy of cooperation with independent national
and international organizations. Any criticism by the US government and official agencies, such
as the Inter-American Human Rights Commission (CIDH), however, has been rejected outright
as an infringement upon Mexico's sovereignty and interference in domestic policy. The Mexican
government has also stated that the CIDH must abstain from considering petitions to investigate
electoral fraud made by the PRD and the National Action Party. Similarly, the CIDH is prohibited
from looking into human rights complaints presented by domestic human rights organizations not
affiliated with the government. In September 1991, the US government held a congressional hearing
on the situation and Americas Watch and Amnesty International testified that there was a human
rights emergency in Mexico. At the same time, however, an increasingly vocal and well-publicized
human rights movement is gaining ground, and the attention given human rights issues in the
domestic media has sparked a growing national interest in human rights issues. The movement has
also put direct pressure on the government and drawn international attention to the situation in
Mexico. Yet it would be incorrect to imply that journalists and human rights activists have complete
freedom to report on abuses. A number of members of the press and activists who have implicated
the PJF and government representatives in human rights abuses, corruption, and involvement
with drug trafficking have received death threats or been assassinated. On May 21, 1990, for
instance, Norma Corona Sapien, the leader of a prominent Sinaloa human rights organization
who denounced abuses by the PJF, was gunned down in the street near the university where she
taught. The recent concern over human rights appears to be a response to new, high-profile forms
of abuse and the political conditions that created them. Traditional abuses have been committed
against individuals behind closed doors or prison walls or in isolated areas. The new abuses involve
a greater number of perpetrators and victims and have often been committed in the light of day in
urban areas. In addition, the anti-narcotics campaign has affected a number of prominent citizens
and members of the middle and upper classes. In the past, these groups were generally exempt from
such abuses, with the important exception of the late 1960s and early 1970s, when members of the
student movement and armed leftist insurgencies were tortured, assassinated, and disappeared
by the armed forces. At the same time, Mexico has been under increased international scrutiny,
especially by the United States, due to its highly acclaimed economic successes and the free trade
initiative. Since the controversial 1988 presidential elections, Salinas has been sharply criticized for
the country's sluggish movement toward democratic reforms which stands in stark contrast to the
whilwind pace of economic change. Congressional testimony in September 1990 motivated Rep.
Doug Bereuter (R-NE) to request the State Department to consider a travel advisory for Mexico's
west coast. Additional criticism emerged through the debate on granting fast-track authorization
for the negotiation of the free trade agreement. Democratic reforms, and specifically judicial and
human rights issues, have been proposed by international human rights agencies and various
groups opposed to the free trade agreement including US labor organizations and some Democrat
political leaders for inclusion in the free trade negotiations. In response to such criticisms, the
Mexican government instituted a number of legal reforms intended to reduce abuses, removed
controversial personnel from government and law enforcement positions, and took various other
steps in a bid to improve the nation's image abroad. There is concern, however, that these reforms
which do little more than reiterate existing legal guarantees will be more cosmetic than effective.
Furthermore, although Mexico's carefully groomed human rights image has taken a beating in
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recent years, the US government has generally ignored the human rights situation in Mexico
for political and economic reasons. While the State Department's annual human rights reports
for 1989 and 1990 portrayed relatively accurately the very serious problems in Mexico, the US
government is negotiating a free trade agreement and has not exerted any significant pressure for
democratic reform or improvement of the human rights situation. Washington has also backed away
from previous criticisms of the police and government, and it has cooperated with the Mexican
government in turning the focus from such abuses to the country's economic situation and liberal
reforms. In the opinion of Andrew Reding, director of the World Policy Institute's Mexico Project,
"the deterioration in the human rights situation in Mexico is being facilitated by the indifference of
the US government." Torture usually combined with arbitrary detention was commonly inflicted
on political prisoners in the late 1960s and early 1970s and has become more widespread since then.
A 1991 report by Americas Watch found that Mexico's prison system is "characterized by massive
overcrowding, deteriorating physical facilities, poorly trained and vastly underpaid guards and
other prison officials, a system-wide culture of corruption, and lack of adequate funding." Arbitrary
arrest, torture, and extrajudicial killings do occur as a result of election violence and rural land
conflicts, but more often such abuses take place in the context of routine law enforcement, especially
in drug-related cases. The binational Human Rights Center (CBDH) in Tijuana, Baja California
Norte, found that 99% of those held in the state's prisons have been tortured, either during their
detention, in the period immediately following their arrest, or during their imprisonment. According
to Amnesty International, approximately 80% of all prisoners have been tortured. The CBDH
documented 50 different methods of torture that had been used on prisoners in the state's jails and
prisons. The most common methods used are beatings; suffocation with a plastic bag; submersion
in a tank of water or forcing carbonated mineral water ("tehuacan") sometimes laced with chile
peppers into the nose; and electric shocks to sensitive parts of the body. Physical torture is often
accompanied by psychological torture, threats to family members, and extortion. According to
Americas Watch, torture "occurs in all parts of the country and is practiced by most if not all
branches of the federal and state police, as well as by the armed forces." The PJF, and particularly
its anti-narcotics division, are implicated in a large majority of the reports of torture, extrajudicial
killings, and other forms of "abuse of authority," which includes robbery and intimidation of
subjects. Some of the most flagrant of these abuses have occurred in the northern states of Sinaloa,
Durango, and Chihuahua, where drug trafficking is reportedly most common. Other federal police
forces, including the Federal Highway Police and the Intelligence Division of the Ministry of
Protection and Highways, and such state divisions as the State Judicial Policy, the State Highway
Police, and State Preventive Police, have been implicated in the full range of human rights abuses
across the country. Although reports of violations by members of the armed forces are less frequent
than in the past, human rights organizations have documented a number of incidents suggesting
that torture and extrajudicial assassination remain "institutionalized techniques" used by the
military. Another traditional human rights issue still prominent in Mexico is disappearance, called a
"festering sore" by Americas Watch. During the 1970s, Mexico's army and police, with the support
of US advisers, engaged in counterinsurgency operations to eliminate several small leftist guerrilla
movements. According to Mexican human rights organizations, more than 500 people whose
whereabouts are still unknown disappeared during that period. Disappearnces have continued,
although on a smaller scale, in recent years. A troubling phenomenon is the disappearance of people
following election or land-related violence. The PRD reported 6 party militants missing as of yearend 1990, while a majority of rural disappearances, as with other abuses against geographically
and linguistically isolated rural and indigenous populations, has gone officially unreported. In
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both of these cases, the actions have been carried out by armed civilians, but the lack of municipal,
state and federal government investigation and response indicates official acquiescence, if not
actual involvement. Rural violence is another long-standing element of the Mexican human rights
scenario, which has continued to be a major problem under Salinas. During the first 15 months
of his administration, approximately 60 indigenous and campesino leaders were murdered, not
including those killed in electoral violence. Rural human rights abuses include land and property
seizures, destruction of property, intimidation, disappearances and killings. The government has
consistently failed to detain and prosecute those responsible. Americas Watch has called rural
violence an "unabating problem" in Mexico. "It grows out of long-standing disputes over land
and out of frustrations by peasants and members of Indian communities over the inadequacies
of Mexico's land reform program. The Mexican government responds as though the violence
were an inevitable by-product of land-related tensions in the countryside, and rarely intervenes."
Mexico's human rights legislation is exemplary, and the country is a signatory to various important
international human rights declarations. Nevertheless, these laws and protections have never really
been enforced effectively. Moreover, the legal system is notoriously slow. The law requires that
judges issue an order of imprisonment within 72 hours of an arrest and that the prisoner be tried
within minimum time periods up to one year depending on the crime. An investigation showed,
however, that 6 of every 10 inmates, many of whom had waited much longer than a year, were still
awaiting sentencing. The horrors of Mexican prisons have been well-documented by Americas
Watch, religious organizations, and articles in both the national and international press. As of
September 1989, the nation's prisons held 80,000 inmates in space designed for 55,000. Moreover as
in Sinaloa "space" does not guarantee a prisoner a bunk or a cell, which are bought and sold among
prisoners for between $300 and $10,000, but rather the right to sleep on a concrete slab or the floor.
Despite these desperate conditions, the situation is deteriorating under the Salinas government
which has built almost no new facilities although the prison population has been increasing at an
average of 14% per year. The wealthy can live very well in prison, as in the case of drug traffickers
Rafael Caro Quintero and Ernesto Fonseca Carrillo. They occupied luxurious private suites within
the Western Penitentiary. Quintero reported that his jailers attempted to extort $1 million from
him, which resulted in the revelation of his living conditions to the press. Extortion and corruption
are standard procedure in the understaffed, underfinanced and overcrowded institutions. Guards
and prison officials are severely underpaid, which contributes to the cycle of corruption. Poor
prisoners, often indigenous people who do not speak Spanish, are forced to labor for their survival,
and families are charged outrageous fees to visit the inmates or bring them the necessities that the
prison does not provide. The Government Secretariat acknowledged that there are approximately
8,000 indigenous prisoners in the system "who don't even know why they are there." Besides these
problems, prison facilities are old, unkempt and often unsafe; medical and mental health care
are inadequate; and in many cases there is no separation of the sexes or of dangerous and nondangerous prisoners. There are no rehabilitation programs outside of some independent churchsponsored bible and literacy groups, and prison job programs are rare and extremely limited. There
are documented cases of children being incarcerated. At the same time, Mexico's penal system has
been commended for allowing the children of female inmates to remain with their mothers, and
for its less- structured atmosphere which provides inmates with some level of personal freedom.
One of the initiatives taken by the Salinas administration to improve Mexico's human rights image
was the June 1990 creation of the National Human Rights Commission (CNDH). The move was
warily applauded by the national and international human rights community, who saw the CNDH
both as a major opportunity and as a potential means of government control over the burgeoning
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human rights movement. The CNDH is severely limited in its powers because it is not legally
independent, but was created by and reports directly to the president. It has no means of enforcing
its recommendations. Instead, the Commission's power rests in the moral integrity and reputation
of its members and its ability to publicize abuses and recommendations. The CNDH has established
generally good working relations with non-governmental human rights organizations around the
country. It also has signed various agreements and cooperative declarations with many national and
foreign legal and human rights organizations. Although a few groups have written off the CNDH
completely, others are taking a wait-and- see attitude while providing as much support as required.
The CNDH has already had major confrontations with the Attorney General's Office (PGR), which
had fully complied with only 5 of the 45 recommendations it received from the Commission as of
March 1991. The PGR denies any conflict with the CNHD, but it is evident that the government has
created an agency determined to overcome its legal and operative limitations and actually improve
the human rights situation in Mexico. Given that Mexico's security forces are considered to be the
nation's main human rights problem, this involves a great deal of conflict on an institutional level.
At this point, the CNDH appears to be ahead. Javier Coello Trejo, whose personal bodyguards
were accused of gang rape and who was implicated in the coverup of that and other abuses
committed by men under his command, was replaced as head of the PJF anti-narcotics division
during a revamping of that organization in February 1991 designed to make it "more controllable."
Likewise, the Federal Attorney General Enrique Alvarez del Castillo was replaced in a surprise
move by Salinas in May following his refusal to comply with certain CNDH recommendations. But
considering that these two men were simply transferred to other government posts, their removal
seemed more like a public relations ploy and underscored Americas Watch charges of "a policy
of impunity." Besides the CNDH there are many other human rights groups around the country.
Estimates of their numbers range from 79 to over 100. The large majority of these groups are nongovernmental, but an increasing number of states are creating their own human rights offices.
Concern about human rights violations has increased dramatically since the mid-1980s, especially
after the 1985 earthquake. Among the early torchbearers of the human rights movement were
two women: Mariclaire Acosta who founded the Mexico chapter of Amnesty International and
Rosario Ibarra of the Committee for the Defense of Prisoners, Persecuted, Disappeared Persons and
Political Exiles (EUREKA). As a result of the massive destruction caused by the 1985 earthquake and
because of the government's ineffective and fraudulent response to the crisis, an entire network of
social organizations sprung up. Following the disaster, several of these organizations specialized
in human rights monitoring and helped spearhead the current movement. The movement also
benefitted from the international attention received during and following the earthquake. The major
national non-governmental human rights organizations are the Mexican Human Rights Commission
led by Mariclare Acosta; EUREKA; the Fray Bartolome de Las Casas Human Rights Center; the
Miguel Agustin Pro Human Rights Center; and the academically oriented Mexican Human Rights
Academy led by Sergio Aguayo. The first four respond directly to complaints and are considered
highly credible. EUREKA focuses on the issue of the disappeared, while the Academy is more of a
think tank. Some of the most active and effective are the independent human rights organizations
that have developed on the state-level. They are usually the first to respond to a complaint by an
individual or presented in the press. In addition, the PRD's Human Rights Secretariat has been a
very active proponent of human rights, especially in areas it controls or where it has heavy support.
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